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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this paper is to identify how school principals 
see their roles in the context of change dynamics brought about by school 
reform. The data come from a study funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada. The general research objective is to 
highlight "models of action" that school principals have developed through 
their years of ■ prof essional experience. The researchers wish to pinpoint how 
those "models of action" are challenged when a major school reform is 
introduced and what kind of adjustments they have to make to their 
professional practices. Results show that there are eight types of 
relationships that capture school principals 1 visions of their roles in the 
context of change dynamics. Positive relationships include harmonizing 
diversity, collaborating, vision building, and decision-making. There are 
relationships tinged with emergency and danger, others characterized by 
movement and instability, and one describing a relationship of power and 
influence. These inner images allow proposing a more precise understanding of 
the subjective meaning principals attribute to their professional role. This 
understanding will be deepened when these representations can be linked to 
the intents and strategies underlying the principals' "models of 
action." (Contains 23 references.) (RT) 
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Introduction 



This paper aims to identify how school principals see their roles in the context of change 
dynamics brought about by school reform. The data come from a study funded by the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). The general research objective 
is to highlight "models of action" that school principals have developed through their years of 
professional experience. The researchers wish to pinpoint how those "models of action" are 
challenged when a major school reform is introduced and what kind of adjustments they have to 
make to their professional practices. Identifying their professional role representations in the 
changing and turbulent context of the school reform is the concern of this paper. It is only a first 
step in developing a better understanding of those "models of action.” 

There are six parts to this paper. The first briefly describes the reform context that Quebec 
school personnel are faced with. The second introduces the research project, its general as well 
as specific objectives. In the third, a theoretical framework develops the concepts of educational 
change processes and experiential learning as seen through the construct of "models of action.” 
Those two concepts are grounded in a larger theoretical perspective, that of symbolic 
interactionism, which informs the overall research epistemological framework. A fourth part 
presents the research methodology. In the fifth section, we introduce some quantitative data 
regarding school principals' general appreciation of the proposed pedagogical and organizational 
changes the reform planners wish to introduce and implement. Their understanding of the 
implementation process is also highlighted. Finally, images that school principals choose to 
illustrate how they see their professional roles in such a turbulent and changing environment are 
analyzed. They allow a more precise qualitative understanding of the principals’ role 
representations under these conditions. The paper ends with a discussion of the results and a 
conclusion. 

1- The context of school reform in Quebec 

A major school reform is under way in Quebec (Department of Education, 1997), 
affecting both the elementary and high school levels. It started in 1998 and is expected to be 
completed by 2003 at the elementary level and by 2005 at the high school level. At this time, 
curriculum will have been entirely renewed. Complex changes are being made. They affect 
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